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THE BIBLE IN YOUNG PEOPLE'S SOCIETIES. 



By L. A. Crandall, D.D., 
Chicago, 111. 



Primarily, the young people's society seeks to promote the culture of 
the Christian life. The study of literature, the development of the social 
life of the church, the consideration of economic questions, philanthropic 
activities, are all important but subordinate functions of an organization com- 
posed of followers of Jesus Christ, and intent upon the development, in them- 
selves and others, of the life of their Lord. It has long ago been clearly 
shown however, that spiritual growth is not begotten of spiritual contortions. 
No amount of introspection, spiritual self-flagellation, or "spiritual exercises" 
of whatever kind, will result in begetting a character like that of Jesus Christ. 
The helps by which we attain to the full stature of Christian men and women 
will be found in the relations established between ourselves and others ; 
between ourselves and the book which contains a record of God's revelation 
of himself to man. The great increase in the power and efficiency of our 
Christian young people within the last fifteen years is largely due to the 
recognition of this fact. The time was when, in a majority of our churches, 
the young had little to do except listen. They were taught in the Sunday 
school, a few of them attended the preaching service ; but in the manifold 
activities of the church they had little or no past. They were constantly told 
what they ought to do, and then given no opportunity to act upon their 
instruction. But a great and happy change has taken place. The young 
people of today by means of efficient organization are brought into vital rela- 
tions with God's work in the world, and give evidence of that growth in 
Christian manhood and womanhood which is produced only by a keen sense 
of personal responsibility. Possibly in some instances too much dependence 
is placed upon machinery, and activity may be mistaken for labor. A few of 
our young people seem to think that when they have constructed a vast and 
complex organization, nothing remains for them to do but to stand back and 
watch it go. Now and then some one becomes possessed of the idea that 
gesticulation and fume and fuss take the place of intelligent, conscientious 
toil. But these evils tend to correct themselves, and the good results from 
organization greatly outweigh the injury wrought. 

Those familiar with young people's societies in our churches cannot fail 
to be impressed with the fact that the Bible does not fill a very large place in 
the life of these organizations. No doubt there are gratifying exceptions to 
this statement. Isolated cases may be found where, through the influence of 
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a thoughtful pastor or some other wise leader, the society gives patient, per- 
sistent and intelligent consideration to the Scriptures. In all the societies it 
is customary to read selections from the Bible at the beginning of the meeting, 
and sometimes references are given out and different members each read a 
selection. The subject under consideration for the evening is usually one 
supposed to be drawn from some passage of Scripture. When we have said 
this, has not about all been said that can truthfully be credited to Bible study 
in the average society ? It is not claimed that these services are valueless. 
No gathering of those who love God and meet to consider their duty to him 
and to each other can be without profit. The prayers offered, the testi- 
monies given, the songs sung tend to encourage Christian hearts and develop 
Christian character. Many young Christians find in these services inspiration 
and quickening. But, helpful as they are, would not these meetings prove a 
greater source of profit if not study of God's word should be added to prayer 
and testimony? We say study, not simply reading. No doubt something is 
gained by the reading of the Bible, especially if it is not done in a perfunctory 
manner. But the profit is small compared with that which comes to the 
earnest, careful student. Our religion has its roots in the Bible. We learn 
there how Christianity came to be, and how we ought to live in order to meet 
the requirements of the founder of our faith. As nowhere else, we find here 
the expression of God's thought concerning his children, and here is recorded 
his dealings with them. It has been said that Christianity would not perish if 
the Bible should be destroyed and all knowledge of it be lost. This may be 
true ; but it would soon come to pass that Christianity would be even more 
defective, as expressed in life, than it now is, and men would increasingly 
substitute their own speculations and wild guesses for the expressed will of 
God. Christianity has always been purest and most potent when it has been 
least under the sway of human traditions and most observant of the teaching 
of God's word. 

Studiousness does not imply a knowledge of Greek and Hebrew, and 
familiarity with these languages does not always stand for continued study. 
There is large satisfaction and much gain in being able to read the Old and 
New Testaments in the originals ; but such ability is the possession of the 
few, and is by no means a condition to intelligent and profitable study. Study, 
not equipment, is the great characteristic of the student, and the man of lim- 
ited scholastic attainments who works hard, will eventually outstrip the one 
who fails to use the power which long training has given him. It ought not 
to be forgotten that the student of the English Bible has, in our day, no lack 
of helps. The revised version throws light upon obscure passages. Literal 
translations may be obtained at small cost. The literature which treats of 
the Bible is already very large and is rapidly increasing. It requires only a 
small outlay of money to supply oneself with the results of the most profound 
study by men of the highest scholarship. Indeed, there is danger lest our 
helps become a hindrance ; danger that Christians who ought to investigate 
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for themselves, personally search the Bible for its teachings, be satisfied to 
receive the assertions of others, and so do their studying by proxy only. 
This danger has been realized in Sunday school work, and the wisest friends 
of the Sunday school are seeking to bring about a return of Bible study, 
Quarterlies and leaflets and notes do so abound that not a few teachers and a 
great multitude of scholars have practically laid the Bible aside, and content 
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themselves with considering what someone has to say about the passage in 
hand. If our young people's societies ever come to enter upon Bible study, 
strenuous efforts ought to be put forth by pastors to guard against this evil. 

When the careful study of the Bible comes to be recognized as a legiti- 
mate and important function of the young people's society, we may expect to 
find among this class in our churches a truer conception of the Christian life. 
Without undertaking to say where the responsibility lies, it cannot be denied 
that very many of our young people — and of our older people as well — have 
very crude and defective ideas as to what it means to be a Christian. They 
have been taught that they should give their hearts to God, be baptized, unite 
with the church. Not a few fancy that membership in the visible church is 
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equivalent to citizenship in the kingdom of heaven. They are possessed by 
a feeling of security because they have met certain outward requirements. 
This sense of security is greatly increased if they have passed through a 
season of spiritual depression followed by a corresponding exaltation. A past 
experience, a past obedience to a ceremonial requirement, a present mechanical 
relation to an ecclesiastical organization, takes the place of present and con- 
stant love for God and men, and the exhibition of righteousness in daily con- 
duct. A careful study of the teaching of Jesus would lead to a readjustment 
of emphasis. Those who understand the divine teacher will never come to 
consider any act of obedience as unimportant, but they will come to realize that 
he placed strongest stress upon that love which goes upward to God and out- 
ward to our fellows, and that the absence of this affection cannot be met by 
any substitute. Increasingly, as we come to know the mind of Christ, do we 
see that the religious life cannot be compassed by the services of any church. 
The Christianity which leads us to the house of God, to fervent prayers, to 
ample testimonies, to exultant song, is defective and vain if it does not also 
find expression in the house, upon the street, in the place of business. The 
men who join energetically in the worship of Sunday, and then cheat their neigh- 
bors in the business of Monday, the women whose faces shine with a pious 
light in the church, and scowl, in the home for the remainder of the week, 
have yet to learn what Jesus Christ taught, or if they know the theory, have 
yet to embody it in life. The probability is that these people have never given 
any considerable time to the consideration of the life of Jesus as their example, 
or the words of Jesus as furnishing law for conduct. Not infrequently we 
meet with those whose specialty is the quotation of scripture texts. They 
have searched the Bible, not to find what it teaches, but to gather material 
for buttressing their favorite dogmas. Passages of scripture are wrenched out 
of their setting, twisted to mean something entirely foreign to their real mean- 
ing, and forced to do duty as clubs with which to batter the heads of theolog- 
ical opponents. Strangely enough, the men who do this violence to the Bible 
and the laws of biblical interpretation, often secure a reputation for possessing 
a superior article of piety while guilty of constant infractions of the Golden 
Rule. They even pose as Bible students, because they have collated the 
passages having a real or alleged bearing upon some article of the faith. 
Gathering proof texts no more constitutes one a student of the Bible than 
familiarity with half a dozen passages from King Lear makes one a student 
of Shakespeare. 

Dr. Van Dyke in his Yale lectures styles this an age of doubt. Thoughtful 
study of the Bible on the part of our young people would act both as a cor- 
rective and preventive of this doubt. To be sure, another remedy is proposed, 
and as the recommendation comes from those who hold honored positions in 
the Christian church, it deserves candid consideration. "Do not think, 
simply believe," is the exhortation of certain godly men who sincerely seek 
the reign of God on earth. Their argument is that God has done the thinking 
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for humanity, at least so far as religious questions are concerned, and all that 
remains for us to do is to accept the divine thought. Possibly it does not 
occur to these friends that thought is necessary in order to perceive thought. 
How are we to arrive at a knowledge of God's thought without exercising our 
personal powers of investigation ? It would be satisfactory to these gentlemen, 
no doubt, if the world would allow them to decide what God thinks and what he 
has declared, and accept their dictum as the end of all controversy. Fortu- 
nately for the preservation of the world from imbecility, a portion of humanity 
insists upon using its God-given power of thinking. There is no present 
danger from the over-exertion of this faculty of our being. A large number 
will always prefer to deal in ready-made ideas. It saves a vast amount of 
trouble. But is not the admission that Christian belief and thoughtful inves- 
tigation are in essential antagonism, both humiliating and dangerous ? It is 
pleading guilty to the charge constantly urged against Christianity by its 
enemies. The admission is of immense harm to the Christian religion 
because it tends to prejudice against Christianity men who do think and will 
continue to think. They reasonably claim the right to test the validity of the 
claims put forward by Christianity. Worthy belief, according to their con- 
ception, does not hang in the air without foundation, but rests upon well 
established facts. In order that these facts may be known and verified, 
investigation is essential. This investigation cannot be done by one or two 
for all men and all time. The belief that is vital and full of power is never 
hereditary, but is wrought out in the individual life by personal toil. Far too 
much have the young people of our chruches had their thinking concerning 
religious matters done for them. When, with maturer years, they found 
themselves confronted with unfamiliar questions, when with the broadening 
of intelligence they began to ponder upon the great problems of life and of 
destiny, they proved to be all unfitted for the strain which came upon their 
faith, and so lapsed into unbelief. There is no question concerning God, 
man, the present, the future, but should be thoughtfully considered by our 
young people. No method of consideration is so wise and so helpful as that 
which employs the Bible as revealing God to man, man to himself, making 
plain present duty, throwing light upon the shadows which hide the future. 

Possibly that which has been said will seem by far too general, and found 
to contain little that hints at ways and means of securing a larger and more 
careful study of the Bible. The purpose of this article is not to outline 
methods, but rather to indicate the need. Our young people are active in 
many ways, and every lover of our faith rejoices in the advancement in young 
people's work which the recent years have witnessed. But in the multiplica- 
tion of societies and conventions, in the effort to increase membership, in the 
expenditure of time and strength in the multitudinous activities of this busy 
age, it should be remembered that lack of knowledge concerning the book of 
books must mean circumscribed spiritual growth and limited usefulness to the 
cause of Christ. 



